Florence emerged victorious from the rivalry with the Visconti family and Ladislaus of Naples, conquered Pisa (1404) together with its subjected territory: Cortona (1411), and Livorno (1421), which gave the city access to the sea and allowed for the development of the navy. 6 Then came next victorious wars against Milan (1422-1430), Rome i Naples (1478-1480). Under Cosimo di Giovanni de' Medici (known also as Cosimo the Elder, 1434-1464) and after the conclusion of Peace of Lodi (1454) which for a longer period of time stabilised the frontiers of Italian states, Florence became the greatest political and military power in Italy.
Luxurious cloth and silk production in Florence was thriving in the first half of the 15 th century. 7 Florence was -besides Bruges in Flanders -the most important centre of banking in Europe, was the seat of the biggest bank of those times -the bank of Medici which had branches in many Italian and European cities (Rome, Venice, Ancona, Genoa, Pisa, Milan, Naples, Bruges, London, Avignon, Lyon). 8 In 1439-1443 the General Council was held in Florence, moved from Ferrara by Pope Eugene IV, and it was in Florence that in 1439 a union (although impermanent) with the Eastern Church was concluded, called the Union of Florence. This added to the prestige of Florence and for a certain period of time made it the capital city of Christianity. Florence in the 15 th century was famed for its freedom and liberty it provided for all its citizens (libertà fiorentina) -let us remind here the Laudatio florentinae urbis by Leonard Bruni. How did it happen, then, that at the end of the 15 th century in this flourishing city, dazzling the world with its arts and humanistic culture, the Medici -to whom Florence owed its magnificence -were exiled from the city, and actual power was taken by Girolamo Savonarola? It was a gloomy Dominican ascetic and mystic, with a mentality not humanistic but quite medieval, preaching high banners of moral revival and reform of the Church (which, indeed, was much needed), restoration of democracy from pre-Medici times, and social justice, at the same time an avowed enemy of all luxury and opulence, including arts. And why did he fail? Was it because after the death of Lorenzo the Magnificent (1492) Florence lacked the authority of this exceptional man, talented politician and intellectual, and his son Pietro turned out to be much less capable than his father? Or was it that the Medici's formula of power did run out, of rule which in fact was dictatorial, although exercised discreetly, through influences, without any important offices, but for this reason also outside any social control? Were there any other causes of the crisis?
In the 15 th century Florence faced demographic collapse. The number of its inhabitants in the first half of the 14 th century was estimated at 100-120,000. The number decreased by more than two and throughout the whole 15 th century it oscillated around 40,000. 9 It was caused by the Black Death of 1348 and successive plagues of 1363/1364, 1417, 1423/1424 and 1430, 10 but not only. According to the contemporary, the reasons for this state were low population growth and poor procreation among the Florentines, which were caused, among other things, by homosexuals as not contributing to the reproduction. Indeed, in 1432 there was a special office established under the name of Ufficiali di Notte (Office of the Night), to have charge of public morals and punish homosexuals in order to force people to have children.
11 They were not aware of what we know today thanks to studies of historians of demography that the growth of population in towns and cities of the pre-industrial era depended not on the population growth rate in towns (this was always negative), but on immigration from outside. Thus, if the number of inhabitants in Florence in the 15 th century was not growing, as expected, quite evidently there were no incentives that could attract people to the city, it meant that the internal situation -economic, social and political one -of Florence was not attractive enough, despite striving art and culture of the Renaissance.
12
The wars which Florence was waging in the 15 th century were victorious, but expensive. They exhausted the treasury of the Republic and led it to the situation of crisis. 13 Throughout the whole 15 th century Florence was locked in fierce struggle for power, not ended by the victory of Medici (the Pazzi conspiracy in 1477, conspiracies of the Baldovinetti and Frescobaldi in 1481).
14 The Ufficiali di Notte, founded specifically to investigate and punish homosexuality as a threat to morality and reproduction, in actual fact was an instrument of political struggle conducted with the use of denouncing letters and legal accusations to eliminate political rivals. 15 An economic, social and political crisis called the "crisis of feudalism" hit in the 14 th and 15 th centuries many states of Western Europe and had to influence the situation of Florentine luxury cloth production which was losing its markets. 16 Cloth making in Florence and wages of its craftsmen depended on the international economic conditions and its sale in foreign markets. 17 Florentine economic prosperity of the first half of the 15 th century, much praised by Benedetto Dei, collapsed in the second half of the century. During the session of the Grand Council it was said that: "L'arte delle seta lavora pocho et la lana non molto", and crafstmen "vanno mendicando." 18 From 1469 on, the Medici Bank underwent crises. In 1477 its branch in London was closed, w 1478 branches in Bruges and Milan, in 1479 in Avignon, and in 1485 in Lyon. Finally, it collapsed in 1495. 19 The Florentine society was strongly polarised as regards its material status. As it follows from the 1427 cadastre, fourth part of the city's affluence was in the hands of only one hundred of persons. A large majority of Florence inhabitants was made up of poor people, its middle class was weak which resulted in a lack of stabilisation and constant fear of a recurrence of the situation from the time of the popular revolt of the Ciompi. 20 The position of the Church was very strong, which in the span of the 15 th century much increased its possessions. 21 This factor also contributed to growing social tensions.
Florence in the 15 th century enjoyed the fame of having the largest community of homosexuals, whom the city secured good living conditions and the development of their own culture. This fame Florence probably owed to many outstanding gay artists and intellectuals (Marsilio Ficino, Giovanni Cavalcanti, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Girolamo Benivieni, Pomponio Leto, Niccoló Lelio Cosmico, Antonio Beccadelli, Angelo Poliziano, Donatello, Sandro Botticelli, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo), gathered around the court of Lorenzo il Magnifico and enjoying its patronage. This, however, was only Florentine elite. 22 The opinion of Florence as the biggest community of homosexuals was also being spread by Berdnardine of Siena and Savonarola in their preaching. 23 But these preachers were interested in picturing Florence as a den of sin and vice. The fight against sodomy was for them an important tool in their struggle for influence in the Florentine society and for power. 24 Thus, their opinions on this subject should be treated with a great deal of caution. 25 For, at the same time it was in Florence that homosexuals were punished most severely and drastically in the whole Europe, as the abovementioned Ufficiali di Notte, formed to identify and prosecute homosexuals, was vested with broad judicial and penal authority. During the 15 th century some 15,000-16,000 people were accused of homosexuality, and circa 3000 of them were punished. 26 Both Bernardine of Siena at the beginning of the century, and Savonarola at its end propagated in their sermons a fierce homophobia. 27 There was no possibility for homosexuals to develop their subculture. 28 As a result, the historian who does not restrict himself to the study of one aspect of the past only, for instance arts, culture or economy, but has an integral approach to history (integral history) and wants to discover all areas of social life is unable to answer unambiguously the title question: Was it a Golden Age for 15 th -century Florence or crisis? And dividing the 15 th century into two half-centuries or even shorter periods will be of no help. The arts flourished in Florence both in the first and second half of the century, with the climax falling on the times of Lorenzo il Magnifico (1469-1492), who not without reason was called the Magnificent, when the Medici Bank was on the decline. Thus, apart from unquestionable achievements and successes we have heavy failures and difficulties in face of which the Florentines were helpless. An intensification of those tensions and conflicts took place in the last decade of the 15 th century. It created conditions conducive to the appearance of a demagogue that is a man greedy for power and unscrupulous, proclaiming slogans looking for easy effect and applause, and gaining followers by flattery and lies, preaching exactly what people wanted to hear, bluntly presenting the 24 actual situation of the society, indicating the causes -in theory real ones, but in fact much often imaginary ones -and promising reforms which would root out evil and make all people happy; and finally -a man that would shrink any responsibility.
29 Such a demagogue in Florence at the end of the 15 th century was Girolamo Savonarola. Already the Florentine humanist Marsilio Ficino thought Savonarola to be demagogue; initially his supporter, but finally his enemy and severe critic. Because it is in this sense that we should understand the word hipocrita, Ficino used to describe Savonarola in his letter addressed to the College of Cardinals soon after Savonarola's death (hypocrite, that is a unctuous and insincere, dishonest person).
30 Also Warman Welliver wrote called Savonarola demagogue -maybe not accidentally at the time when tensions of the Cold War were growing and demagogy was spreading both in the communist camp and in the anti-communist campaign of Senator McCarthy.
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This opinion was shared by German Arciniegas.
32 Gene Brucker did not call Savonarola directly a demagogue, but his activity in Florence described as an aberrational episode in the history of the city, 33 and categorically resigned from regarding Savonarola as reformer, prophet or saint. Also Richard Trexler, although he does not use the term "demagogue" to describe Savonarola, he perceives him not as a charismatic preacher, reformer and defender of morality, but as a man striving for power at all costs, and is very critical of the reforms Savonarola initiated in Florence.
Thus, who really was Savonarola? Opinions of historians in this subject vary, and usually are strongly branded by this or that ideology, which made it very difficult to objectively assess his personage. Was he really a saint, as he was thought to be by a part of his followers and some biographers, still waiting for his canonisation (much delayed, like in the case of Joan of Arc)? Or was he heresiarch? Precursor of the Reformation? Great reformer? Charismatic preacher seeking the moral revival of the Church, Christianity and the society of Florence? Religious fanatic? Each of these could be both supported by many arguments or refuted with valid argumentations.
The Church has never been inclined to canonise Savonarola. But nor declared him a heretic. Pope Alexander VI excommunicated Savonarola for disobedience, and not for heresy. Savonarola's theological views were fully consistent with the teachings of the Church. A textbook written by Savonarola for confessors (Confessionale pro instructione confessorum) has never been questioned by the Church and had as many as 42 editions, including one with an introduction by Pope Gregory XIII. 34 Whereas all political and fiscal reforms implemented in Florence by Savonarola or under his influence did not bring about any permanent results and did not improve morality of the Florentines.
Nor does Savonarola fit into the category of religious fanatic, for as such he would not have been able to gain support not only of a primitive mass of the pious but also broad circles of the Florentine society, including the intellectual and artistic elites. 35 Savonarola possessed some inborn predispositions to become a demagogue. He was a misanthrope, without any close friends, a man frustrated with his poor beauty, lack of personal successes (he even suffered a disappointment in love, when a proud girl of the Strozzi family rejected his proposal of marriage), and successes as a preacher. 36 So, he needed a kind of compensation to relieve his frustration, and this predestined him to the role of demagogue. And only in this role did he begin in 1494 to 34 attract masses of listeners and gain a huge popularity. And as demagogue Savonarola got to know moods of Florence at that time and knew how to use them. His behaviour after the overthrow of Medici rule was typical to that of a demagogue. First, when the situation in Florence was still uncertain, he called for internal peace, only to encourage terror a few months later, when his personal position strengthened and the situation in the city was becoming more and more tense.
37 When Florence was threatened by a French invasion, Savonarola preached in November of 1494 a long sermon, full of vague threats, which increased the feeling of uncertainty but did not offer any concrete advice except for repentance prayer and charity.
38 Also the language he used in his sermons was typical for that of a demagogue: malicious, vulgar, without any inhibitions ("Scoundrel Church", "a cheeky harlot worse than a beast"). 39 Whereas during the investigation he was submitted to in 1498, Savonarola turned out to be a psychically weak person, intolerant to pain, and he broke down quickly.
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Demagogues often use young people for the purpose of realisation of their own ends, to gain influence, to seize power through intimidation of people. Young people, with no life experience and by nature prone to radicalism, but also eager to participate in street brawls, easily yield to influences and manipulations of a demagogue. All this Savonarola unscrupulously used to his advantage in organising a children militia and using bands of fanatic teenagers who at certain moments reigned in the streets and squares of Florence and terrorised its inhabitants, forcing them to subordinate to the demagogue. or philosopher, he was not constructing a new philosophical or theological system, like St. Thomas Aquinas, his favourite authority. There were only few among the masses listening to his sermons who were interested in theological issues and were able to understand them. What really reached Savonarola's audience could only be simple moral truths and critical reflections on the state of Florentine society, its economy, political system and politics. And this was the essence of Savonarola's sermons.
One of the problems bothering the society at that time was a question of social and material inequality, manifesting itself in the luxurious life of the Florentine elite. An attempt to correct those huge material imbalances dividing the inhabitants of Florence was a tax reform proposed by Savonarola. On his initiative a new tax was imposed in Florence in 1495, called Decima, which was a ten percent tax on property. It was supposed to replace a burdensome indirect tax -gabella. Savonarola thought that in this way it would be possible to reduce the profits of the rich for the benefit of the poor. But this tax reform proved fatal both for the public treasury, to which it did not bring as much money as it had been expected (the public treasury of Florence was bankrupt, additionally drained by the war with Pisa), and for craftsmen and merchants. Landowners burdened with the Decima had to raise prices of food: grain, olive, wine, thus shifting the burden of the tax onto the city's population. 42 Savonarola was unable to propose such a reform of taxes, finances and social welfare which would bring about a real redistribution of the wealth. There was also another, spectacular, form of the fight against the luxury of the rich initiated by Savonarola, that is the "burning of the vanities" (bruciamento delle vanità), which included books and works of art, performed in 1497 and 1498. 43 It was all done to the amusement of the crowds but could not, of course, improve the financial situation of Florence.
One of the most acute problems felt by the Florentines was usury, especially widespread and burdensome in the situation of economic crisis which was gradually eroding the situation of Florence which dramatically deteriorated further in the last years of the 15 th 44 Similar banks had been already organised in other Italian towns. But nowhere were they able to replace Jewish usurers nor satisfy the poorer population in need of a small capital loan; and they finally transformed into institutions that operated to the benefit of bankers granting loans and not people incurring debts. 45 It was no different in Florence. Savonarola's dreams of the initial capital of the Monte di Pietà made of voluntary contributions of 'people inspired' by his sermons from among the popolo minuto did not come true. The bank capital was made up largely of deposits of the patricians (95 percent in 1496-1499), supplemented by financial contributions of various corporations, fines, sums bequeathed by the community. 46 The establishment of the Monte di Pietà played a certain part in Savonarola's reform of the political system in Florence and in strengthening of his power, but it did not solve the problem of poverty and the demand for small and cheap capital loans. There is a famous scene -described by many authors -of Lorenzo il Magnifico's death. Dying Lorenzo called Savonarola to his deathbed, wanting sacramental absolution. Savonarola imposed three conditions on the dying man, including "to give Florence back her freedom." Lorenzo, however, did not accept this very condition and then… died. 47 But, if this was what really happened, the scene had only two eyewitnesses: Lorenzo the Magnificent and Savonarola. There could not have been any other witnesses. Thus, the only person who could have related it was Savonarola himself. And probably it was he who described what had happened to propagate his image as the defender of liberty and democracy. It was a very typical trick of the demagogue who was building his political reputation of the leader and defender of people.
The demagogue is always interested in the political system and possibility to reform it in such a way as to satisfy the expectations of people, but first and foremost to secure a decisive influence on the government for himself. Savonarola wanted to be seen as the defender of people (predicatore de' desperati e malcontenti -"the preacher of the desperate and the malcontent"), liberty and democracy. 48 But he was the foe of the traditional Florentine assembly of the people (Parlamento), which he attacked with a great fury. 49 The Great Council (Consiglio Maggiore) created in 1494 on Savonarola's initiative and the Council of Eighty (Consiglio degli Ottanta) as the new organs of government in Florence operated only through voting, without any discussion. Only ca. three thousand Florentines had the voting right to those councils, which was ten times more than the people sharing the right to participate in ruling under the Medici, but was still a small percentage of the whole community of Florentines. 50 The rest of the inhabitants, disdainfully termed 47 The scene is described by all Savonarola's biographers. Ridolfi 51 At the same time Savonarola praised the political system of Venice, holding it up as a model for reforms necessary in Florence (he held that the Venetian constitution was given the Venetians by God: "la forma del governo de' Veneziani sia molto buona […] perché quella forma che hanno fu data loro di Dio"). Legal and political reforms implemented in the city in 1494-1512 under Savonarola's influence made Florence "si era venezianizzata," and the Florentine constitution "essendo stato ordinato […] ad similitudinem del Veneziano."
52 And yet, it was not the most non-democratic system in contemporary Europe (according to the present-day concepts, it was simply a totalitarian system). It fascinated various governing groups, for it ensured the total subjection of the society to those in power (hence such an exceptional in contemporary Europe lack of any social movements in Venice, revolts and rebellions), eliminated all forms of participation in ruling of broader social circles, except for the oligarchy in power, and guaranteed a stabilisation, social order and peace. That was probably what Savonarola valued in the Venice constitution.
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Also the rules of sexual morality preached by Savonarola in his sermons, published in treatises and in his manual for confessors inscribed into his image as the demagogue who exploited any difficulty of the society and used it build his political image. Although in the sphere of sexual morality Savonarola abided strictly by the rules of the Catholic Church, he emphasised those relating to the current situation in Florence, namely the population crisis which needed to be resolved by an increased population growth, that is procreation. According to the rules of the Church, a democratic system would enjoy political rights, Herlihy Savonarola condemned adultery and all the forms of sexual activity which did not lead or could not lead to procreation: masturbation, anal and oral sex, zoophilia, and homosexuality. But he did not limit himself to condemning sodomy as the sin and demanded that it be punished not by a fine, like so far, but by putting to death on the stake or banishment ("fate iustizia di questo vizio maledetto contra naturam, non punite di damnari nè secretamente, ma fate un fuoco, che senta tutta la Italia"). It was under his pressure that the Signoria adopted in 1494-1497 the laws most severely penalising homosexuality. 54 What was characteristic was that Savonarola in his fight for the moral revival condemned expressis verbis homosexuality and demanded its punishment but said nothing about prostitution, very common in contemporary Florence. We will be justified in assuming that his condemnation of prostitution was included in the general condemnation of all forms of adultery by Savonarola and the Church. But there is another explanation of his silence about prostitution: Savonarola could have regarded prostitution -like the Church from the times of St. Augustine on -as a "necessary evil" and antidote against homosexuality. In addition, when condemning sodomy, he could have counted on the broad support of the citizens, in their huge majority heterosexual and hostile towards homosexuals, whereas criticising prostitution, he fell foul of all those heterosexual Florentines who used the services of prostitutes. 55 Rejecting all restrictions imposed by the Church in the early Middle Ages on marital sex (Canon law prohibited sex between husband and wife during the Lent, Advent, Pentecost fasting, on Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays, on Sundays and solemn holidays, during pregnancy, menstruation and lactation), Savonarola regarded sexual intercourse between husband and his wife as a martial duty for both spouses and its avoidance -as a sin, even the deadly one. 56 This was in accordance with the Decretum Gratiani, or a codification of Canon law made in the mid-12 th century by Gratian who sought to present a coherent theory of Christian marriage which from that time on was in force in the Catholic Church and was generally accepted in the 15 th century. 57 All this inscribed in the pro-family policy needed by Florence to get out of its population collapse.
Neither Savonarola nor his contemporaries were aware that all those measures and moral counsels, regardless of the fact whether they did or did not have any impact on the Florentines, could not have changed the demographic situation in their city. The condemnation of homosexuals, their punishment, could not have changed their sexual orientation. Even if some of them could have been pressured into marrying and having children (it could concern apparent homosexuals or bisexual people only), it had a minimal impact on population growth due to a small number of those people (in the 15 th -century city of ca. 40,000 inhabitants, only some 400 to 1500 men -given the sex and age composition of the Florentine population and the frequency of homosexual orientation -could have been gay). 58 Also the liberation from all restrictions on sexual activity in marriage, or even urging people to have sexual intercourses and making it their duty had a similar small effect. As it has been ascertained by the shrewd researcher investigating populations of contemporary Italian towns David Herlihy, urban communities had large numbers of unmarried adults. In Florence only, in 1427, in a group of men between 18 and 32 years of age only 25 percent were married. 59 According to another historian interested in the history of Florence, Richard C. Trexler, there was in the 15 th century a sudden flood of women to religious convents. As a result, about 13 percent of the female population of Florence at that time was made up of nuns. 60 This stemmed from the bad economic situation of the city, pauperisation of Florentine families who were unable to afford the dowries necessary for marriages of their daughters.
In Savonarola's times, some methods of contraception and family planning were well-known (sexual continence, delayed marriages, coitus interruptus, certain contraceptive drugs, used most probably not only in extramarital intercourses -all these are mentioned, of course, as sinful, by medieval penitentiaries and medical treatises 61 ). It is very probable that sensible Florentine marriages did not decide to increase their families without justification that is the right material position and prospects of their children's future prosperity and wealth. 62 Probably it was not without reason that the average number of children per one Florentine family in the first half of the 15 th century was 0.51. 63 Evidently, the situation of the city did not encourage people to have more children and Savonarola's efforts could have changed nothing in this regard. It was better understood by Florence authorities who in 1431 granted the tax exemption from taxes for twenty years to all foreigners settling in the city. The size of population in contemporary cities was dependent more heavily on migration from outside than on the population growth in towns.
At the same time, in the 15 th century, Florentine humanists were engaged in a discussion about the family and its social role. And although Ermolao Barbaro condemned the institution of marriage (he wrote that nothing was so harmful to scholarship as matrimonial chains, caring for children and listening to their crying), but many others were praising the family life and raising children, for instance the leading Florentine humanist Marsilio Ficino, Leon Battista Alberti, the author of a treatise Della famiglia, Francesco Barbaro in his text De re uxoria and Campano in De dignitate matrimonii. 64 It is probable, however, that these texts were known only to a small circle of humanist elite, and the debate conducted among humanists did not spread out to the rest of the society, while Savonarola's sermons reached the huge masses of the Florentines. It is important for any demagogue to indicate "scapegoats", that is to point out individuals or social groups that could be hold responsible for all troubles, disasters, failures and other problems wreaking the community. 65 This makes it possible to shift off the responsibility from himself for unfulfilled promises and vain hopes with which he fed the people. Savonarola was scapeogating homosexuals and Jews as those who were incurring God's wrath or were responsible for concrete problems of the society (the homosexuals for depopulation of the city, the Jews for ruining and tormenting their debtors). And although initially Savonarola was rather tolerant towards the Jews, with the lapse of time, when the situation in Florence was deteriorating and the preacher himself could not demonstrate any spectacular achievements, his attitude towards the Jews gradually worsened. Domenico Cecchi, a fervent supporter of Savonarola and a member of the Florentine "middle class", craftsmen, was bitingly anti-Jewish. He was the author of a treatise Riforma sancta et pretiosa, written and published in 1497, then at the end of Savonarola's rule, in which he called the Jews the foes of Christ and Christians, and demanded that the Jews be immediately expelled from the city. 66 The Jews and homosexuals were identified as the source of all evil also by Savonarola's predecessors, Berdnardine of Siena and Bernardino da Feltre, for Savonarola was neither the first nor the only demagogue who appeared in Florence in the 15 th century. But he was the first one to achieve a full -although short-lived -success in seizing power. And not necessarily because he was the most talented and most ruthless demagogue. It was mainly because in the last decade of the 15 th century he was met with the most favourable conditions for a demagogue: the rapid deterioration of the economic and political situation, the disappearance of the authority after the death of Lorenzo il Magnifico, the intensification of moral and ideological dilemmas within the circle of intellectual and artistic elites. There could have been another factor involved, that is the fear of replication of the terrible events of the Ciompi revolt of 1378. The memory of those events from over one hundred years ago, greatly exaggerated by legends, was still alive and made the Florentines an easy prey to the demagogue who could protect them against a similar tragedy.
Effects of activities of a demagogue who seizes power are always tragic for society. The results of Savonarola's activity in Florence were not so fatal, for he ruled in Florence for a short period of four years. During this whole period he had to deal with the opposition, various antagonistic groups which restricted his freedom of action and restrained his demagogic aspirations. But the legend of Savonarola as the prophet, candidate to sainthood, great reformer, and morality healer, has remained alive and powerful both among the inhabitants of Florence and historians interested in the 15 th -century history of the city and Savonarola. The legend -as almost all legends -is false. Let us say it openly: Savonarola was a demagogue whose certain actions were favourable for the society but who in the majority of matters he was dealing with did not achieve any success. And this was what made him fail in the end.
To return to the question posed in the title -"Golden Age" or crisis? -we can only remind the thesis put forward long ago by Roberto Sabatino Lopez, and accepted by many historians, that a magnificent flourishing of art and culture ("golden age") does not always go together with the economic and social development, and stabilisation, on the contrary, it is often responsible for the crisis situation. 67 Translated by Grażyna Waluga
